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I cannot tell anyone how inexpressibly happy it always made me just to be near him. I did not need to be sharing with him an embrace or kiss in order to feel ecstatic happiness. Just to be near him satisfied me.



Nanna Popham Britton​[1]





—
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Part One—That Smile
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Chapter One – They Swooned At the Sight of Him
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Figure 1: President Warren Gamaliel Harding, circa 1920 (PD)

IT WAS THAT SAD SMILE THAT THEY COULD NOT RESIST. It was, as one critic put it, “as warming as a spring thaw after a winter of discontent.”​[2] It beguiled Florence Kling Harding, his wife of 32 years, whom Warren Gamaliel Harding married but with whom he never bore children. They wed shortly after she ended her elopement and six-year marriage with the man who fathered her only child, her short-lived son Marshall. 

It beguiled Susan Pearl McWilliams Hodder, the wife of one of his best friends, who had his (presumptively) illegitimate child, Marion Louise. 

It entranced Carrie Fulton Phillips, with whom Harding carried on a steamy 15-year affair before he became President that produced thousands of salacious love-letters, but no children. 

And it certainly wooed Nan Popham Britton, whose love letters to and from Harding were all destroyed, but whose nine-year affair with him unquestionably produced mental and physical anguish for her, as well as his (verified) illegitimate child, their daughter Elizabeth Ann.

The sad Harding smile was irresistible to others, too – Grace Cross, on the Harding Senate staff, whose fights with Warren even once drew blood; Augusta Cole, who aborted her pregnancy by Warren at a sanitarium where he sent her; and Rosa Cecilia Hoyle, who claimed to have had a son by Warren.​[3] There were even more, but there is only room in this book for three: Florence, his wife; Carrie, his most well-documented lover; and Nan, the mother of his only verified progeny.

Warren Harding was a beautiful thing – handsome, photogenic, debonair, genial, convivial, trusting, downright chummy. And, like many beautiful things, he was on this earth for only a short while – just 58 years.

Much of that short amount of time Warren spent lusting after women, often more than one at the same time, as this novel will show. His proclivity for sex was well known to those who were acquainted with him; so much so that even his father, Dr. George T. Harding, once said to him, “Warren, it’s a good thing you wasn’t born a gal ...you’d be in the family way all the time. You can’t say No.”​[4]

And, oh yeah, Warren was the 29th President of the United States for only two and one-half years, was enormously popular, made virtually no mark on American history, ignored corruption festering right under his nose at the hands of his closest friends and supporters, and died in office.

This is a story of Warren and his women. The story of his wife Florence will be told first; then the story of his most passionate lover, Carrie; then the story of the mother of his only child, Nan. Lastly, how Warren “ghosted” each woman will be told. He ghosted Florence by his death in her presence. He ghosted Carrie by buying her off. And he ghosted Nan by leaving her and his only child no means of support and sustenance for the rest of their lives without him. 

There is no need to set forth these tales in chronological order. Warren Harding did not do things that way. Instead, he led his lives with all of his women at the exact same time. Each life was lived separately and simultaneously by this single man. Casanova might have understood how he did it, but others might not.
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Chapter Two—Nobody Really Knew the Guy
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WARREN NEVER WROTE AN AUTOBIOGRAPHY. HE wasn’t alive long enough to do so. He was an affable fellow, for sure, but he had very few friends who were genuinely close to him. As for his women, none knew the same person whom each called “Warren.” They never compared notes. 

It was the fashion of magazines and periodicals of Warren’s era – from the “Gilded Age” of the 1880s and 1890s to the “Roaring Twenties,” just before the great Stock Market Crash of 1929 – to portray as the ideal woman a “Gibson Girl.” She was the beautiful creation of illustrator Charles Dana Gibson’s advertising prowess. She would eventually transform into the “Flappers” of 
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Figure 2: Charles Dana Gibson's classic 1891 portrait of his "Gibson Girl" (PD)

the 1920s, the Hollywood movie starlets and “Rosie the Riveters” of the 1940s, the women who could “Have It All and Mix It Up In a Pan” of the 1980s, and the High-heeled High-hemmed Low-cut Suits of the 21st Century.

Gibson Girls of the Gilded Age could not vote, the Nineteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution having not yet been passed. Yet they were portrayed as able to lead men around by the nose. They were thought to be sly heartbreakers.
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Figure 3: "The Weaker Sex," Illustration by Charles Dana Gibson for Collier's Weekly, July 4, 1903 (PD)

There were living exemplars of the Gibson Girl on the American scene at the time – Alice Roosevelt Longworth, the eldest daughter of President Theodore Roosevelt and wife of U.S. Representative and notorious playboy Nicholas Longworth; and Evelyn Nesbit, Gibson’s favorite artist’s model, advertising sensation, chorus girl, stage actress, and star witness in a notorious millionaire murder case.
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Figure 4: Evelyn Nesbit, American Model and Actress (PD)
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Figure 5: Alice Roosevelt Longworth, Daughter of Teddy Roosevelt (Nat’l Portrait Gallery; PD)

President Warren Harding was a classic foil for the Gibson Girl to manipulate. “First, he looked like a “President of the United States” ought to look. He was superbly handsome,” said Frederick Lewis Allen, editor of Atlantic Monthly at the time; “he photographed well and the pictures of him in the rotogravure sections won him affection and respect.”​[5] Yet he was “almost unbelievably ill-informed” and “[h]is mind was vague and fuzzy,” Allen carped.​[6] “If he had been discriminating in the choice of his friends and advisers, all might have been well. But discrimination had been left out of his equipment.”​[7]

And so, Warren was easy for Gibson Girls to maneuver. To Florence, her husband Warren was a wind-up toy that she could point in any direction and send off to wherever she wanted him to go. He had no will of his own; Florence was his will. Eventually, she wound him up and pointed him in the direction of 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, Northwest, Washington, D.C., to be President of the United States. She thereupon assumed her coveted role as First Lady of the Land.

To Carrie, Warren was a sex toy. He was her teddy bear, whom she took to bed and with whom she sated her repressed desires and hungriest carnal wants. Their relationship was stormy, and very nearly disastrous for both. 

To Nan, Warren was a hero. He was her Knight in Shining Armor, whom she naively believed would rescue her on his white steed and reward her for her sacred gift to him – their out-of-wedlock daughter. She considered it to be her duty to comfort Warren, trapped in the clutches of his barren marriage, and to advance their offspring to her rightful place in the Harding Pantheon. Sadly, Nan and little Elizabeth Ann were shunted aside upon Warren’s untimely death, swept under the rug by embarrassed Harding relatives who fought to salvage their family’s reputation from Warren’s posthumously-revealed corruption and amorality.

Warren was a good speaker. He had a mellifluous voice and, with the right speechwriter (mostly, his wife), could spellbind audiences. Early in his political career, he would use his free railroad passes that he received as editor in chief of the Marion Daily Star to roam about Ohio, attend Republican meetings, bloviate with pols, chase skirts, and get drunk at parties.​[8]

At that time, Americans didn’t expect moral behavior from their politicians. Most of them were not prophets of this or that social vision. Instead, pols were assumed by the public to be gamblers, deal-makers, conciliators, compromisers, and distributors of public largesse. They were local party bosses, the most notorious being William Marcy Tweed, head of the “Tweed Ring” that bled New York City’s coffers dry. They made way for the rails of railroad builders, the poles and wires of electric utility executives, the mineral leases of oil barons, the pavement of roadbuilders, the lots of real estate developers, and the wants and needs of others who turned America from an empty prairie into an urban and suburban paradise. Warren Harding fit that mold, and Gibson Girls ate him up.
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Part Two – “The Duchess”
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Chapter Three—“A Mite Wild” Woman​[9]
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Figure 6: Florence Kling Harding during the Presidential campaign year of 1920 (PD)

IF THERE WAS ANYTHING IN THE WORLD that Amos Kling, the richest, most powerful businessman in Marion, Ohio did not want, it was for “Flossie” (as she was called when young), his wayward daughter, to marry that handsome local rogue, Warren G. Harding.​[10]

Amos did not get his way. He had raised Florence Kling to be a headstrong businesswoman who helped him run his many businesses.​[11] When Florence met Warren, she threw Amos’s hard-boiled training right back at his face.
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Figure 7: Amos Kling, Florence's father, circa 1895 (PD)

Flossie would raise hell with her friends at the Merry-Roll-Round, Marion’s popular roller-skating rink, almost every night and stay out until the wee hours of the morning.​[12] She was particularly tight with Petey DeWolfe, a habitually drunk scion of another prominent Marion family who could never hold down a job for long and would disappear from town for weeks at a time.​[13]

Flossie and Petey had a child out of wedlock when they were in their early twenties. He went by the name of “Marshall.”​[14] There is no record that they ever married.​[15] Flossie raised Marshall as a single mother by working as a piano teacher, for which she had considerable talent.​[16] Amos vowed to have nothing to do with Flossie after this scandal, but agreed to take in Marshall into his home in view of Flossie’s irrepressable penchant for carousing.​[17]

Flossie started giving lessons to a girl named Charity Harding, who lived a few doors down from her and was the daughter of Doctor George and Mrs. Pheobe Harding. Soon Flossie made friends with Charity’s tall, dark, handsome brother, Warren, who was five years younger than she.​[18] 
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Chapter Four—An “Amiable Rake” of a Man​[19]
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WARREN WAS BORN IN BLOOMING GROVE, OHIO, in 1865 and raised in nearby Caledonia by a warm and loving family. In 1884, after attending Iberia College, Warren and some friends bought a local Marion newspaper and changed its name to the Marion Daily Star. Warren eventually bought out his partners and owned the Star outright.​[20]

[image: ]

Figure 8:The Youthful Warren Harding, circa 1895 (PD)

Like the other young people of Marion, Warren frequented the Merry-Roll-Round, as did Florence Kling (We shall henceforth refer to Flossie by her proper, more mature name of “Florence”) together with her close friend, Carrie Wallace (not the same Carrie who will arise later in this story). The circular indoor rink surrounded a bandstand in the middle. Warren played the cornet in the band. It afforded his colleagues at the Star and himself with free passes to the rink, which lightened their work of running the paper during the long winter of 1884-85.​[21] It was an excellent source of publishable town gossip, local news, and dates.

Despite her remaining ties to Petey and having commenced a court proceeding to “divorce” him (what little there was of her relationship to De Wolfe was treated in Ohio back then as a “common law marriage”), Florence was socially active in Marion. One evening at the roller rink, she stopped at the outer wall next to Carrie to talk.

“Who is that handsome young fellow in the bandstand with the cornet?”

Carrie turned to look. “Oh, that’s Warren Harding. He’s the new editor of the Marion Daily Star. He’s very popular with the girls – obviously.”

“Do you know him?” Florence asked her.

“Yes.”

“I’d like to meet him.”​[22]

“I can arrange that,” Carrie replied. “Let’s roll over to the bandstand.”

They weaved through the crowd, rolling counter-clockwise around the rink, to the inner wall next to Warren. The band was on a break.

Carrie and Florence grabbed onto the wall. “Well!” Carrie panted, “it certainly is tricky to maneuver through the traffic to say hello to you, Warren!”

Warren looked down from the band perch, smiled, and tipped his boater hat. “Why, hello, Carrie!” he nodded. “It’s always nice to be recognized for my cornet skills by fine-looking young ladies!”

“My friend here wants to meet you, Warren. Warren Harding, this is Florence Kling.”

“Hello, Warren!” Florence spoke loudly over the crowd, smiling and extending her free hand far enough to shake Warren’s hand.

“Oh, yeah, the piano teacher!” Warren replied.

“The same!” said Florence. “I come over to your parents’ house on occasion to teach Charity.”

“Right! And she’s becoming a good piano player, thanks to you!”

“I live on East Center Street, right down the street from your parents. Come by any time to visit! I’m the house with the rose garden out front.”

“I love roses! I’ll definitely take you up on it,” Warren replied, then waved to them and raised his cornet to his lips as the band began to play.

The girls rolled away together into the crowd. “Oh, he’s adorable!” Florence said admiringly to Carrie as they held hands around the rink. “I would definitely date him!”

“He’s younger than you are, Florence,” Carrie pointed out. “I think he’s four or five years younger, in fact. He has a lot of girlfriends,” she warned.

“That doesn’t bother me, and it shouldn’t bother anybody else!” Florence replied as they rounded the turn.

The courtship started amiably enough. Warren made a point of walking from his parents’ house down East Center Street and passing by the house with the rose garden out front.​[23] Florence made a point of standing in the rose garden often, watering and pruning, on the chance that Warren might pass by. Each observed the other’s routines closely.

“Why, hello, Dearie!” Warren would stop and lean against the white picket fence. “Mighty fine roses you’re growing there!”

“There’s a lot of sunlight on this spot. They do very well here.” She smiled. She bent down, cut one red rose at the stem with her pruning shears, walked over to where Warren was leaning on the fence, picked at his suit lapel and stuck the sweetly-scented flower in his buttonhole. She playfully poked his arm. “There! How are you doing, Handsome?”

“Why, thank you!” Warren smiled. “That’s mighty kind of you to do and to say! Would you like to stop over at the soda shop or the saloon for a drink?”

“The soda shop sounds like a good start!” Florence replied. “I’ll just be a minute to get my hat.”

It was not long before romance blossomed between the two. The town had a new subject for gossip. Warren and Florence became inseparable. Both were good on horseback, and were often seen galloping and trotting together through the fields outside of town. They were viewed walking arm-in-arm through the woods. Florence would slip into the Star office for clandestine trysts with the Editor-in-Chief, billed to the staff as “meetings.” In time, Florence’s business skills came in handy with helping Warren run the paper.​[24]

As mentioned here earlier, Florence’s father was not at all pleased with the match. Amos Kling railed at Florence for “throwing herself away a second time.” He thought Warren would “never amount to anything,” and threatened to cut her off from all financial support if she should marry him. He was equally direct with Warren. Once, when he encountered Warren at the courthouse, Amos told him that if he had any notion of marrying Florence, Kling would murder him by gunshot.​[25]

Amos’s ire only drove Florence and Warren more closely together. Amos was on the warpath. He derided Harding for having “African blood,” a slur that the Harding family had long heard from detractors. It emanated from the family’s support for abolishing slavery before the Civil War. Harding family members were suspected of guiding escaping slaves through Ohio’s branch of the Underground Railroad, on their way to Canada.​[26] The disparagement didn’t faze Florence.​[27]

Amos and Warren soon became political enemies on opposite sides of Marion business issues – Amos as head of the Board of Trade, Warren as the crusading editor of the Star.​[28] At length, Warren had put up with enough of Amos’s animosity – in 1891, he declared his intention to marry Florence, who accepted the engagement without Amos’s approval.​[29] 

The decision of Warren and Florence to marry finally put an end to Florence’s father’s efforts to dominate and control her. By their taking command and telling Amos to get out of their lives, Amos lost all power over them. His threats fell flat.​[30] It freed Florence to build a partnership with Warren that was more satisfying for them both than her father’s confinement proved to be. It was a welcome break with the past that many adult children of domineering parents often find liberating and exhilarating, and usually heedless of the consequences.
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Chapter Five—Partners
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DURING HARDING’S PRESIDENCY, POLITICAL WAGS often mocked Florence and Warren, when standing together for photos, as “The Chief Executive and Mr. Harding.”​[31] Much truth is said in jest.

Florence Kling was no wallflower. Would a tall, dark, handsome Lothario like Warren Gamaliel Harding have looked twice at her if she had been? That’s doubtful.
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Figure 9: Florence Kling in her Twenties, circa 1880 (PD)​[32]

After their wedding ceremony and reception on July 8, 1891 at their newly-built home on Mount Vernon Avenue, at which Florence joked to guests over wedding cake and refreshments that she “would make him President,” Mr. and Mrs. Warren G. Harding honeymooned on a tour of Chicago, St. Paul, Yellowstone Park, and the Great Lakes.​[33] When they returned on August 1, Warren got down to work at the Star’s new headquarters at 195 East Center Street. 

Warren’s office was on the second floor of the headquarters building. His walls were covered with pictures of the famed Ohio Republicans of the day: Ulysses Grant, the late James Garfield, political boss Mark Hanna. On the ground floor were the office of City editor and editorial manager Jack Warwick, a large room housing reporters’ desks, the composing area, the public service counter, and the presses and machinery. The whole place reeked of cigar smoke and was crowded with printers who lived right where they worked, local businessmen, minor politicians, and other hangers-on who would gossip with Warren about state and local affairs.​[34]

Warren was a congenial man who viewed his employees as colleagues and friends. He engaged in the printing work and solicited ads. He sought out circulation in outlying farm districts and brought in county announcements. But he was no boss; he fell for the sob story of every staff slouch and subscriber who sought to defray an unpaid debt.​[35]
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